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CHAIRMANôS MESSAGE 
 

Dear Members,  
 

As the 2009/10 programme draws to a close I 
hope that you will all agree with me that this 
season has been one of our most active and 
successful.  
 

Our monthly presentations, always well 
attended, have included local and visiting expert 
speakers and my thanks go to them for their 
willingness to give their time and share their 
knowledge with us. Subjects have ranged from 
archaeology and plant and animal ecology of the 
region to the geology of Qatar and the MIA pearl 
exhibition. My thanks go out to Fran Gillespie 
and Orlin Lavallie for arranging and organising 
these talks.  If any of you have ideas for future 
speakers, please let them know. 
 

John Tribuna, ably assisted by Bronwyn and 
Mike Donaldson and Parag Parelkar, have 
organized many and varied rambles and 
camping trips, visiting a wide range of locations 
throughout Qatar. My only regret, like many of 
you, is that I didnôt manage to join in every 
weekend, although I did make it along to most 
and have learnt a great deal about Qatar in 
doing so. I especially enjoyed the several visits 
to the archaeological digs in the North at Zubara 

and Ruwaydha and we hope to renew our 
acquaintance with the dig teams next season.   
 

John hopes to organise at least two trips each 
month next season on both Fridays and 
Saturdays, which will start in mid to late October 
and run through April.  For next season, QNHG 
trips will be limited to members and guest of 
members, although new people are always 
welcome to sign up for membership on the day 
of the trip.  Safety is the main reason for this, so 
that we know who is on the trip and we can 
make sure everyone makes it back.  
 

Although the rambles have finished we still have 
two presentations and a film & dinner night to 
enjoy, details of which you will find in this 
newsletter. 
 

You may be certain that the QNHG committee is 
working hard to repeat their successes next 
season and I welcome some new volunteers to 
the QNHG team. Thank you also to all the other 
current Steering Committee members, who I am 
happy to announce, are continuing into next 
season:  Roeland Weisfelt for keeping us fiscally 
sound, Tissa Salter, who handled membership 
(and who we welcome back to Doha after her 
extended illness), Jane Hoelker our overseas 
trips coordinator, Mark Murase our librarian, 
Rose Dzugan our secretary, Mubarak Abdalla 
Al-Khulaifi our Qatari liaison, April Conkey our 
webmistess.  Special thanks to Louise Hunter 
for these amazing newsletters and for covering 
the vacant Social Secretary role and for 
organising our end-of-season evening event.  
Thanks to many others who have helped out 
and to those of you who have volunteered to 
participate on the Steering Committee next 
season. 
 

We hope to introduce membership cards in 
October and I invite the many photographers 
among you to send in entries to our photo 
competition, details of which are given on 
page 15. The winner may well see their 
photograph incorporated into the design of the 
membership card. All memberships will be due 
for renewal in October and I look forward to 
welcoming you back after the summer break to 
enjoy the new programme of activities. 
 

 
 
Michael Lesser 
Chairman, QNHG  
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NEWSLETTER EDITORôS MESSAGE 
 

Many thanks to the following for their 
contributions to the fourth newsletter of the 
2009/10 season: 

¶ Tobias Richter 

¶ Renee Richer 

¶ Mark Murase 

¶ Fran Gillespie 

¶ Brian Hunter 

¶ Dileep Kumar 

¶ Bronwyn & Mike Donaldson 
 
This issue of the newsletter is available on the 
QNHG website, together with previous issues 
which can be found in the archive section.  

The main theme of this issue, the last of the 
current season, is the archaeology of Qatar. I 
am very grateful to Dr. Nadia Durrani, editor of 
Current World Archaeology for granting QNHG 
permission to reproduce the article óThe Pearl 
Divers of Qatarô by Dr. Tobias Richter. The 
original article may be found in Current World 
Archaeology, Issue 40, pgs 28-36, www.world-
archaeology.com. The article reproduced here 
includes all the original text and the majority of 
the photographs published in CWA 40 and gives 
a wonderful insight into the lives of people living 
in Al Zubara at the height of the pearl diving 
industry. 

Some of you may have visited the 
archaeological site at Al Zubara earlier this year  

 

on one or both of the QNHG rambles, organised 
by John Tribuna and his team, where Dr. Richter 
guided members on a tour of the excavations. 
Hopefully, it will be possible to revisit the site in 
the next season to see how the excavations 
progress.  

The QNHG Newsletter needs your input!  If you 
have any announcements to make, information 
of goings-on in Qatar, news concerning natural 
history or any other item that you think members 
would be interested in, we want to hear from 
you. See page 20-21 for announcements from 
the Tuesday Ladies Group, the Museum of 
Islamic Art & the Doha Sub Aqua Club.  

Thank you to QNHG members who have sent 
articles for the newsletter, please keep them 
coming, without your input the newsletter would 
not be so interesting or informative!  

Please send any articles, information or 
announcements to newsletter-editor@qnhg.org 
or hunterlm95@yahoo.com and put óQNHG 
Newsletterô in the subject line.  Please send 
photographs separately and make sure to label 
them. Remember to check the website regularly 
for updates regarding our talks programme and 
other activities.  

Louise Hunter 

Newsletter Editor 

 

QNHG MEETING DETAILS 
 
QNHG meetings take place between October 
and June, usually on the first Wednesday of 
the month. They are held at 7.00 pm in the 
Multi-purpose hall of the Doha English 
Speaking School (DESS). [See location map].   
 
However, the location of meetings may 
sometimes be changed to the smaller 
gymnasium at DESS.  An illustrated talk follows 
any announcements, and there is a lending 
library of books available to members, with over 
200 books and journals to choose from. 
Refreshments are available before the meeting. 
Please pay any membership fees to the 
treasurer or other committee member.  
 
Please note that the dates for the last two 
presentations of the 2009/2010 season will be:    
 

 
May 5th & June 2nd.  Further details may be 
found on page 16. The first presentation of the 
new season will be October 6th. 

 DESS Location Map

http://www.world-archaeology.com/
http://www.world-archaeology.com/
mailto:qnhgnewsletter@gmail.com


QNHG 2009/10 Season                                                                                                         Newsletter #4 

 

 

The Pearldivers 
of Qatar 
Excavations at Al Zubãrah 
Before oil and gas became the major economic driving factors in the Arabian 
Gulf, another natural resource was the primary export: pearls. But almost as 
fast as this trade boomed, so it bust. This story of wonder and collapse is 
illustrated at the abandoned Qatari city of Al Zubãrah. Tobias Richter explains.                                  
Photos: Alexis Pantos 
 

The Arabian Gulf boasts many more natural resources than just oil and gas. The seas that lapped its 
coasts were once one ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƻȅǎǘŜǊ ǇŜŀǊƭǎ ŀƴŘΣ ƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƻ an insatiable 
international appetite for pearls, from the mid 18th until the beginning of the 20th century AD, 
thousands of people in the Arabian Gulf were involved in the pearling industry. This led to the 
foundation of new towns and drove a thriving import and export economy. The ruins of the abandoned 
city of Al Zubãrah in Qatar offer a snapshot, as if frozen in time,  
of the most intense period in this Gulf pearling industry.  
While a number of written sources describe the fishing  
 of, and trade in pearls, new excavations at Al Zubãrah  
             are providing new insights into the bygone lives  

    of pearl fishers, boat captains, traders  
                and sheikhs during the times of  

                                       the pearl trade. 
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BELOW Town plan of Al Zubãrah,  
showing the screening walls and  
settlement at Murayr 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An abandoned city 
Perched along a shallow bay, on the northwest 
coast of Qatar, lies a field of shallow 
earthworks. It is hard to imagine that, just 200 
years ago, the bustling city of Zubãrah once 
stood at this spot. Then it was over 100 hectares 
in size, with at least 3000 inhabitants, and 
defended by towers and walls. It contained 
markets, mosques, town houses of merchants 
and traders, and grand defended compounds 
ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǊǎΦ 
 

First recorded as a small fishing village in AD 
1638, by 1766 families from Kuwait, the al-
Utubi, had settled in Zubãrah to pursue 
pearlfishing. This marked the beginning of an  
 

unparalleled rise of Zubãrah to a regional 
centre. Other settlements in the vicinity were 
gradually abandoned, while this city boomed. 
The driving force behind this development was 
the seasonal harvesting of the pearl banks in the 
Arabian Gulf. To maintain the extensive fishing 
and trading operation, the pearling fleets 
required large, stable land bases to resupply 
food and water, and where they could sell their 
goods. Zubãrah fulfilled this role, and its 
emergence, layout, development and demise 
were shaped by the fortunes of the pearling 
industry. 
 

BELOW View of the ruins of Zubãrah.
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However, just as quickly as Zubãrah was built, so 
its fortunes began to fade. By the late 19th 
century the city was a mere shadow of itself, 
and by the beginning of the 20th century only a 
few fishermen used the ruins of the town to 
maintain boats and nets. When archaeologist 
Geoffrey Bibby visited Zubãrah in the mid 
1950s, he found that the town was completely 
abandoned. 
 

Unlike many other cities in the Arabian Gulf 
littoral, which have since been built upon and 
developed into modern Arab cities, Zubãrah was 
simply left to decay and was buried by sand 
brought in by the ocean wind ς leaving us lucky 
archaeologists the well-preserved ruins of an 
entire city that developed on the back of the 
pearling industry. This gives us an unparalleled 
insight into the social, economic and political 
circumstances of the early modern period in the 
Gulf region; so, in 2009, the Qatar Museums 
Authority in collaboration with the University of 
Copenhagen launched a large-scale, multi-
disciplinary programme of archaeological 
research at Zubãrah and sites in the hinterland. 

The potency of pearls 
Everywhere, pearling and maritime life 
permeates ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΥ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
commercial areas, the houses of wealthy 
merchants and the ruling elite, to the evidence 
for Bedouin tents. Indeed, according to 
archaeologist Robert Carter, from the mid 18th 
to the beginning of the 20th century DC the 
pearling industry would have employed nearly 
half of the DǳƭŦΩǎ ƳŀƭŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ This was a 
seasonal activity, best carried out from mid May 
to early June, and mid September to early 
October. During the main diving season, large 
dhow fleets (the traditional sailing boats of the 
area) would descend on the pearl banks. 
 

BELOW The modern fort of Zubãrah, built 1937 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
ABOVE Imported 18th-20th ceramics from the 
excavations at Zubãrah: a Dutch semiporcelain 
bowl, and blue-and white porcelain from China 
and Japan. 
 

These fleets harvested the communal pearl 
banks under command of an admiral, who was 
appointed by the local sheikh or emir. A system 
of taxation ensured a steady income for local 
rulers, while the trade in pearls provided a basis 
for a secondary service-based economy. Until 
the end of the 19th century the world lusted 
after these precious pearls, driven by a fashion 
for pearls among international royal families 
and high society. From the Persian Gulf they 
were traded to Bombay and other major 
redistribution centres along the Indian Ocean. 
Ceramics from our excavations attest to these 
trade links: fine wares such as Chinese blue-and 
white porcelain were imported from eastern 
Asia, while other ceramics originate in Turkey; 
others still, such as semi-porcelain, came from 
England ς and we even turned up pieces of 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 


